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DECISION NOTICE

Revision of Montana's Elk Management Plan

FWP prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA) to review the impacts associated with
revision of Montana's Elk Management Plan. This decision notice summarizes the
proposal, the issues raised by the public review of the draft revised Elk Management Plan
and EA and the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) response, and the final
decision. This decision notice tiers to the Draft EA and incorporates it by reference.

Based on the analysis in the EA, the finding of no significant impacts in the EA, and the
comments received it is the decision of FWP to adopt the proposed Alternative (B) -
Adaptive Harvest Management for the revised Elk Management Plan with some minor
modifications. Those modifications are described in the FWP response to the 12 areas of
concern listed in the issues and responses section of this decision notice. The FWP
Commission approved the Elk Management Plan at their meeting on December 16,2004.

Proposal

Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) and the FWP Commission
propose to revise Montana's Elk Management Plan, which has existed without major
changes since 1992. The major proposed change is the development and integration of an
Adaptive Harvest Management (AHM) approach to elk population management and
establishment of elk hunting regulations. At the Elk Management Unit (EMU) level, this
includes specific objectives for indicators of elk population level, a set of hunting
regulation packages (Standard, Liberal, and Restrictive) with population measurement
criteria (triggers) for moving from one package to another, and a monitoring program that
includes specific trend areas and parameters to be measured. This approach would
directly tie recommended hunting regulation packages to results of monitoring data for
elk population trend counts, sex/age ratios, and other factors. The proposed Regulation
Packages in AHM are designed to be substantially different and produce measurable
changes in the population. Thus, when the population is above or below it's objective
range; the proposed Liberal or Restrictive Regulation Packages are designed to quickly
retum the population to its objective range. The proposed Standard Regulation Package,
employed when the population is within objective range, usually contains regulation(s)
that provide more incremental annual changes (small adjustments) to maintain the
population within objective range. The proposed action would occur across the entire
state of Montana. The Elk Management Plan and EA are available on-line at
www.fup.mt.sov. To request printed copies, contact FWP, Wildlife Division, P. O. Box
200701, Helena, MT 59620-0701.

A Draft EA that assessed the impacts of two elk management alternatives was offered for
public review on24 September 2004. The two alternatives considered in the Draft EA
were:



L. No Action - Continue management under the existing 1992Blk Management Plan

(Alternative A). This alternative would maintain the current programs and activities for
managing and conserving elk as listed in the updated 1992 Montana Elk Management

Plan. Most new actions described in the Draft revised Montana Elk Management Plan

would not be adopted under this alternative. Adaptive Harvest Management (AHM)
would not be adopted. This would mean that recommended pre-planned Regulation
Packages at pre-planned population "trigger" levels would not be adopted. "Automatic"
mitigation resulting from changes in harvest regulations at specific elk population

"trigger levels" would not occur. Most proposals for enhanced monitoring of elk
populations would not be adopted.

2. Adaptive Harvest Management - The proposed Action (Alternative B) (adopted with
this decision notice). At the Elk Managernent Unit (EMU) level, this includes specific
number objectives for indicators of elk population level (number counted during aerial

surveys), a set of hunting regulation packages (Standard, Liberal, and Restrictive) with
population measurement criteria (triggers) for moving from one package to another when

elk populations are at, above, or below objectives, and a monitoring program that
includes specific trend areas, methods, and parameters to be measured. This approach

directly ties recommended hunting regulation packages to results of monitoring data for
elk population trend counts, sex/age ratios, and other factors. Regulation Packages in
AHM are designed to be substantially different and produce measurable changes in the
population. Thus, when the elk population is above or below it's objective range; the
Liberal or Restrictive Regulation Package is designed to quickly retum the population to
its objective range. The Standard Regulation Package, employed when the population is
within objective range, usually contains regulation(s) that provide more incremental
annual changes (small adjustments) to maintain the population within objective range.

Public Process and Comment

In November 2002, FWP announced that the 1O-year-old statewide Elk Management Plan

would be updated and sought public comment on issues and concerns associated with elk
and elk management in Montana. The call for comments (scoping for issues) was issued

through news releases to Montana media organizations and by announcement of the FWP

website. The comment period was set to close 30 December 2002, but comments through
18 February 2003 were used in the scoping process for preparing the Draft Revised Elk
Management Plan.

FWP received 409 total responses to public scoping, including 14 responses from
groups/agencies. Respondents were from 94 different Montana towns and 15 states other

than Montana. Additionally, FWP used bills submitted to the Montana Legislature to
scope for issues in preparing the Draft Revised Elk Management Plan.

Announcement of availability of the Draft Revised Elk Management Plan and EA was

made on23 Septernber 2004 along with dates and locations of 23 public meeting sites. A
45 day public comment period from24 September 2004 through 8 November 2004 was



also announced and both the Draft Elk Managernent Plan and EA were available on the
FWP website by 24 September 2004. An address to request printed copies was also
provided in the announcement. In addition to placing the announcement on the FWP
website, copies of the announcement were sent to Montana news organizations.
Information regarding the Draft Elk Managernent Plan and EA was also sent to Montana
news organizations for use in the Outdoor Report for the week of 11 October 2004.

Additionally, a mailing was sent to 1,290 Montana landowners with at least 640 acres in
elk habitat, 2,024 randomly selected elk hunters (1,816 Montana residents and 208 non-
residents), the 409 individuals/groups who sent scoping comments, and204
individuals/groups on a FWP "interested participant" list. That mailing included a cover
letter explaining the process for comments, briefly described the Draft Elk Management
Plan and EA, and contained a postcard for requesting copies of the Draft Elk
Managernent Plan and EA.

The public meetings held between 2 October and 2l October 2004 were attended by 364
people at the 24 following locations (number of attendees): Kalispell (25), Thompson
Falls (25), Libby (30), Missoula(44), Hamilton (32), Anaconda (3), Seeley Lake (4),
Livingston (8), Ennis (8), Bozeman(29), Butte (15), Helena (6), Dillon (5), Great Falls
(7), Lewistown (25), Roundup (10), Red Lodge (31), Billings (8), Glasgow (7), Malta (7),
Havre (7), Plentywood (8), Miles city (17), and Glendive (3). The public meeting at
Glendive was added after the initial announcement, so there were 24 public meeting sites.

Draft Elk Managernent Plans and EAs were sent to 384 people requesting thern and an
unknown number (more than 350) were handed out at the public meetings and through
Regional offices.

On l6 Novernber 2004, the FWP Commission:rnnounced that it was extending the
comment period through 6 December 2n04. Thus, comments were accepted for a total of
73 days.

A total of 198 different responses were received, 45 of which came during the extended
comment period. This total came from 171 different individuals and 24 different
groups/agencies. More than one individual signed several responses. Individuals and
groups sending multiple comments were only counted once as different
individuals/groups. Ninety-two emails representing 98 different individuals, 39 letters
representing 4l different individuals, and 30 meeting location forms (most sent in)
representing 32 different individuals were received. Twenty-four different
groups/agencies responded 29 times. The responding groups/agencies were: USFS -
Lewis & Clark National Forest, Montana Wildlife Federation, NPS - Yellowstone
National Park, Montana Shooting Sports Association, Billings Rod & Gun Club, Skyline
Sportsmen's Association, Dawson county Rod & Gun Club, Ravalli County Fish &
Wildlife Association, Red Lodge Area Chamber of Commerce, Williams Coulee Grazing
District, Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge, Montana Wilderness Association,
Elkhom Working Group, Montana Bowhunters Association, Helena Hunters and Anglers
Association, Gallatin Wildlife Association, NPS - Glacier National Park. Cabinet



Resource Group, Flathead-Kootenai Chapter Montana Wilderness Association, Montana

Stockgrowers Association, Flathead Wildlife, Inc., Montana Outfitters and Guides, Red

Lodge Rod & Gun Club, and Noxon Rod & Gun Club.

No new issues were raised by commorts received in response to the Draft EA. Changes

made or not made to the Draft Elk Management Plan in response to public comments and

clarifications regarding the Plan and issues in the Plan are prese,nted with FWP responses

below:

ISSUES AND RESPONSES

The 198 responses referred to multiple issues. Few comments were related to adopting
Adaptive Harvest Management, the issue in question in the EA. Only 37

individuals/groups/agencies expressed an opinion on the Alternatives: 29 favored
Altemative B (Adaptive Harvest Managernent - the proposed action) and 8 favored
Alternative A (Continue using the 1992 Elk Management Plan - No Action). Eighteen
comments (12 of which did not refer to other issues) were requests to extend the
comment period, which the FWP Commission granted. As during scoping, many
comments were related to issues outside the scope of the EA or beyond the legal
authority of FWP such as regulating outfitters, regulating ATVs on Federal lands,

regulating habitat management on Federal lands, etc. The EA adequately discussed these

issues and why they were not included in analyses. Other comments expressed support or
opposition to specific regulation t1pes, weapon choices, or management style (trophy,
season length, etc.). These comments did not specifically affect choices between
Alternatives A (No Action) and B (Adaptive Harvest Managernent). Four comments
referred to hunting license fees, which were beyond the scope of the EA.

1. Proposed Restrictive Regulation limiting archery hunting to a limited number of
permits in the Missouri River Breaks EMU when archery hunting contributes more
than 507o of the bull elk harvest.

There were 13 total respondents to this proposed Restrictive archery regulation and the
majority did not favor limiting archers to permits under any circumstances. However,
some respondents did favor the limitation. Three respondents addressed the issue on a
statewide basis. Some hunters see the issue as one of crowding rather than equity of
harvest distribution. Some would like to limit only non-resident archery hunters, which is
not a viable option. Others proposed alternate solutions such as every-other-year archery
hunting.

RESPONSEz The FWP Commission did not believe that a" trigger" based on social
criteria (50% of the bull harvest by archers and 50% by rfle) should be imposed without

further public comment or involvement. The archery regulation package was changedfor
Alternative B (proposed action) in the Final Elk Management Plan to include only the

Standard Paclmge as listed in the Draft. There is no Restrictive archery regulation
paclrage or criteria that would result in recommendation of a Restrictive archery package

for the Missouri River Breaks EMU in the Final Elk Management Plan. However, the



Commission directed the Department tofurther investigate the harvest allocation and
hunter density issues and to do so at a broader geographic scale thanjust the Missouri
River Breal<s EMU.

2. General season hunting in the Silver Run/Line Creek portion of HD 520
(Absaroka EMU).

A typographical error in the Draft Elk Management Plan resulted in the omission of the
qualification that general season hunting for antlerless elk only applied to HD 317, not
HDs 520 and 560. The subject of general season hunting in the Silver Run/Line Creek
portion of HD 520 received nearly the highest number of responses of any issue relative
to the Elk Management Plan. All 17 comments on this subject were opposed to all
general season hunting (including bulls) for the Silver Run/Line Creek portion of the elk
population in HD 520.

RESPONSEz Regulation Packages for the Absaroka EM(J were re-writtenfor
Alternative B (proposed action) in the Final Elk Management Plan to define a permit
only (including antlered elk) portion of HD 520 that includes the Silver Run/Line Creek
elk herds. That area is: " the part of HD 520 south and east of the West Fork of Rock
Creek." All elk hunting in this portion of HD 520 wiil be by limited permits with
adjustments made among Regulation Packnges in number ofpermits issued and length of
time of hunting to maintain elk within population objectives.

3. Process for changing elk population objectives in the Elk Management Plan.

Five comments were received that questioned whether elk population objectives could be
changed as circumstances changed and how would (what was the process) for that change
to occur. There was some internal concem about this issue also.

RESPONSEz The Final Elk Management Plan contains a description of the criteria and
process for changes to elk population objectives. That description and process is
reproduced below: "As the AHM process evolves and we gain additional ffirmation
from this process, there may be a need to change Population Objectives and h.egulation
Paclrages. Similarly, catastrophic events that create significant habitat ihang"t,
reasonable recommendations from Community Working Groups, and changes in
landownership might also affect elk populations, objectives, and regulations. The-public
has been concerned about how and when such changes might be possible.

We suggest that internal or external proposed changes resultingfromfactors/events such
as described above be submitted to FWP Wildlife Division by 15 Juty. Any proposals
submitted would be reviewed internally, and if determined to be appropriate, iave merit,
or wide public support, would beforwarded to the FWp Comrnissionfor their
consideration at the August Commission meeting to adopt as tentative proposals for
public comment. The Commissionwould takefinal action at the September Commission
meeting on these proposals." Changes to objectives and/or regulation packages would



then be in place to guide Commission action during the general season setting process in
December and February of each year.

4. Concerns about renaming the "Gallatin Closed Area'the o'Gallatin Special
Management Area" and opening it to hunting by issuing 5 either-sex elk permits in
2005.

FWP proposed to accomplish this change for the 2005 hunting season. Seven responses

from the public opposed this proposal and 3 responses supported this proposal.

RESPONSEz FWP has dropped the proposal in the Final Elk Management Plan to
implement this changefor the 2005 hunting season. FWP will establish a public working
group representing the interests surroundingfuture management of the Gallatin Closed
Area. One objective of this group will consider afuture proposal to establish the Gallatin
Special Management Area. The objective of this proposal is to provide a unique limited
entry, high quality hunting experience defined as: 1) an opportunity to harvest a mature
bull elk; 2) a very low hunter density and; 3) an opportunity to huntfrom archery
through the general season (with the appropriate weapon). Compared to other limited
entry options for trophy bulls, opening this new area will not displace hunters to other
areas. It also increases opportunityfor the general hunting public.

5. Concern with number of elk and objective levels for elk,locally and statewide.

Sixty-nine comments related to appropriate numbers of elk or objective levels for elk
both locally, for EMUs, and statewide. Twenty-five comments generally wanted reduced
elk numbers. These comments were most often related to agricultural damage and

drought. Hunters generally wanted more elk. Forty-four comments preferred higher
objectives for elk numbers in various locations.

RESPONSE: In the process of cornpleting the Draft Elk Management Plan, FIryP
attempted to balance the concerns of agricultural producers, hunters, elkviewing
opportunities, and the health of the environment (vegetation, soil, and water). There was
substantial public involvement in this process. This balance can never be 100%
satisfactory to everyone and objective levels may change with circumstances as described
in 3. (above). A.few relatively minor changes were made in elk population objectives for
the Final Elk Management Plan. Objectives for the number of elk counted during post-
season aerial surveys were changedfrom 900 to 950 elkfor the East Big Belt EMU,from
3,600 to j,500for the Little Belt EMU, andfrom 625 to 600for the Castle EMU.
Additionally, the objective was increasedfrom 6,500 to 7,000 elk observed during post-
season aerial sumeysfor the Gravelly EMU and the rangefor changefrom the Standard
Regulation Package was decreased from 2095 to 15% of objective numbers in the

Gravellv EMU.



Other EMUs where there were more than single responses of concern about elk
population objectives included the Elkhorn EM(J, the Bitterroot area EMUs, the Custer
Forest EMU, and the Northern Yellowstone EMU.

FWP is also concerned about recent trends in elk numbers in the Northern Yellowstone
EMU. In the Final Elk Management Plan, objectives for number of etk counted during
early winter are only for elk wintering north of Yellowstone National Park, not the entire
population. Also, a new criterion (level of calf recruitment) for changing Regulation
Paclrages was established. Restrictive Regulations will be recommended when elk calf
recruitment is below 20 calves:100 cowsfor 3 consecutive years. Greater separation
between Regulation Packages in number of permits issuedfor the Gardiner Late Hunt
was also implementedfor the Final Elk Management Plan. The Standard Packnge is
1,000-2,000 antlerless permits, the Restrictive Package is less than 500 permits, and the
Liberal Paclmge is more than 2,500 permits. As a result of this change in the Finat Elk
Management Plan, FWP recommended 100 antlerless permitsfor the 2006 Gardiner
Late Hunt.

Any potential changes to objectives for the Elkhorn EMU should come after several
ongoing investigations are completed andfurther Working Group discussions have
occurred. These discussions need to include an equitable mix of all interested
stakeholders. Numbers of elk counted in the Etkhorn EM(J were changedfor 1983, 1984,
and 1985 in the graph in the Final Elk Management Plan to represent a consistent
method of presenting data.

A Community Working Group has been establishedfor the Bitteryoot area EM(Js and
several meetings have already occurred. Changes to objective levels as described in
Issue 3. (above) could occur when this working group achieves a balanced consensus.

Valid elkpopulation monitoring has not been established in the Custer Forest EMU.
FWP is committed to establishing a valid monitoring progrqm there. Once vslid survey
protocols are implemented, changes in objective levels (tf any) can be recommended on a
more informed basis.

6. Safety concerns about archery and rifle seasons open at the same time in HDs 390
and 411 and safety concerns with rifle hunting in the Fort Ellis/lVlount Ellis areas of
Region 3.

Few areas are affected by this concern, but some public concem has always been raised
when archery and general or limited rifle hunting occur at the same time and place or
when rifle hunting occurs near residences. Four comments were received rela-ted to this
issue.

RESPONSE: Permits issued in HDs 390 and 4I I are valid only outside the National
Forest (generally private lands). These are generally areas where FWP is trying to
reduce elk numbers because of landowner concerns. Landowners can control the
presence/absence of both hunting groups at the same time by their choices in granting



permission to individual hunters. Even on National Forest lands, black bear and upland
-game 

bird hunting has coincided with archery season and other outdoor recreational and

work activities for years. All hunters need to be aware that other people, whether hunters

or not, are living, working, and recreating on the same lands during all hunting seasons.

The FWP Commission created a new hunting district (HD 30g) in the Gallatin Valley

that encompasses and expands theformer Gallatin Yalley weapons restricted area in

HDs 301, 3I I, 312, and 393. This new HD with weapons restrictions will include some,

but not atl of the areas of concern in the Mount Ellis area. Huntingwill be by archery

equipment, shotgUn, traditional handg4n, muzzleloader, or crossbow only.

7. Concerns about using unadjusted elk counts instead of population estimates as

management triggers for Regulation Package changes. Concerns that using counts is

a method of increasing population objectives. Concern about the meaning of the

word..population". Concern about meeting the requirements of SB 209 (estimating
elk populations).

There seems to be much confusion about the necessity of estimating exact "true" elk
population numbers versus using a population index (unadjusted number of elk counted

during aerial surveys) to make elk management recommendations. Valid changes in
Regulation Packages can be made based on changing index numbers, but some

individuals/groups apparently want "exact, true" numbers estimated for purposes of
receiving compensation for forage use or allocating forage between livestock and

wildlife. Eleven comments were received related to this issue.

RESPONSEz These issues were discussed in the Draft Elk Management Plan and EA,

but concern and confusion remains. Some believe that all objectives in the 1992 Elk
Management Plan were based on estilnated elk populations. This was NOT the case, rnost

objectives werefor counted elknumbers as used in the Revised Elk Management Plan. As

stated in the Draft Elk Management Plan, " objectives for elk numbers in the 1992 Plan
were a mixture of inconsistently estimated total numbers and actual counted elk
numbers." Further, where objectives werefor estimated numbers of elk, no method of
how estimates were derived were presented in the 1992 Plan. There was no way to go

back and use the same methods. Additionally, where numbers were estimated, no

consistent methods were likely used. The Revised Elk Management Plan uses the same

consistent critertafor all areas.

Counts are always less than the "true" total population, but will rise andfall as the
"true" population changes. Thus, in all EMUs, objective levelsfor elk counted will be

consistently used as "trigger" levels to recommend Liberal Regulations as number of elk
counted (and total population) increases and recommend Restrictive Regulatioru when

number of elk counted (and total population) decrease. Thus, objectives for numbers of
elk counted are consistently used as an index to deterrnine when to recommend

Regulation Packages to increase, decrease, or maintain the number of elk compared to

current levels.



There wos concern that the word "population" was being rnisused and should only be
used to represent all the ellc FWP agrees that the word "population" can and has been

misused or used to represent a variety of rneanings. That is one reason we have replaced
the word "population" used in many places in the 1992 Elk Management Plan with the
phrase "number of elk counted". In much of the 1992 Plan, "number of elk counted" was
the correct meaning rather than the word "population". VIhere "Population" is used in
the Revised Elk Management PIan it is intended to describe a category to contrast with
other categorical areas (e.g. Habitat). Thus, "Population Objectives" is intended to refer
to characteristics (nurnber sampled, proportion of sample male orfemale, age of sample,
etc.) associated with "a group of individual persons, objects, or items from which
samples are taken for statistical measurement ".

There was also confusion about the application of SB 209 to the Revised Elk
Management Plan. The Revised Elk Management Plan uses "number of elk counted" as
an immediate index to elkpopulation levels and to provide "trigger" levels to
recommend Regulation Package changes intended to modifi the elkpopulation level.
This level and its changes are indexed year-to-year by the number of elk counted. The
"nutnber of elk counted" is a rnanagement "trigger" level, NOT an estimate of total elk

population. FW is complyingwith SB 209. Population estimates by species (including
elk), hunting district, and Region can befound on the FWP website at
www.fwp.mt sov/huntins/plonahunt. Because of the method of estimation based on
harttest, these estimates can only be produced about 6 months later than the managernent
"triggers" provided by "numbers of elk counted". The estirnated total post-season
number of elk statewide provided by this method of estimation when surnmed by Region

for 2003-04 was 138,318 elk This compares to the estimated range of 130,000-160,000
(midpoint 145,000) provided in the Draft Revised Elk Management Plan and EA.

8. Concerns about wolves and other predators.

The effects of predators, especially wolves, on elk and other ungulate populations
continue to be one of the major areas of concem among much of the public. Two
individuals expressed the opinion that the presence of wolves added to their hunting
/outdoor experience. Twenty-one respondents expressed concern about the effects of
wolves and other predators on elk. Most believed that wolves were reducing elk numbers
and affecting elk disfribution and that some form of wolf control should occur orthat NO
wolves should be prese,nt.

RESPONSE,T This issue was thoroughly discassed in the Draft Revised Elk Managernent
Plan and EA and is generally beyond the scope of the EA. Actions proposed by some of
the responding public were illegal or beyond the scope of FWP authority. When delisted,
wolves will be managed via prescriptions in the Montana Wolf Management and
Coraervation Plan. Stans of elkpopulations could be onefactor in management
prescriptions.forwolves as listed in the Montana Wolf Managetnent and Conservation
Plan.

9



9. Where are cumulative effects discussed?

RESFONSE: One respondent wanted to know where cumulative fficts were discussed.

There was no separate section in the EAfor Cumulative Effects. Discussion and analysis

of possibte cumulative effects were scattered throughout the document. Curnulative

fficts were mentioned/discussed/analyzed on thefollowing pages of the EA: 20, 21, 23,

58, 59, 61, 62, 64, 66, 67, and 71. All potential cumulative effects identified were either

small or we were uncertainwhether they would occur.

10. FWP discussion and recommendations for habitat management for elk were

weak.

A number of individuals and groups expressed disappointment with what they viewed as

'\ileak" coverage of habitat issues in the Draft Revised Elk Management Plan. Many
expressed the opinion that specific habitat prescriptions in the Elk Management Plan

should "dictate" to the USFS and other land managernent agencies what they should and

should not do regarding habitat management and manipulations. Twenty-four comments

referred to habitat-related issues, including timber manag€ment, grazingby domestic

livestock and elk, weeds, WMAs.

RESPONSF,: The general philosophy, goals, and objectives of FWP regarding habitat
managementfor elkwere presented and discussed throughout the Draft Revised Elk
Management Plan and EA. Some EMUs included specific recommendations, but FWP
prefers to beflexible regarding specific recommendations to take advantage of new

information that may becotne available. Land rnanagernent agencies are well aware of
FWP's philosophies of habitat rnanagementfor elk in local areas. Additionally land
management agency wildlife biologists provide their own recommendations to their
agencies. Further, rnanagernent restrictions for grizzly bear and other threatened or
endangered species usually take precedence over recommendations based on elk
managemenL FWP biologists will continue to respond to land managernent agency

proposals afecting habitat for elk and other species on a case-by-case basis for specific
areos and specific actions. FI(P will continue to recommend habitat management that
either benefits elk or propose modif.cations that reduce detrimental effects on elk and elk
managernent.

11. Concern whether objectives for elk take drought into account.

Primarily agricultural interests expressed concem about the appropriate objective level
for elk relative to the effect of drought in Montana. In addition to drought-related

comments included in Issue area 5. (above), 6 other comments referred to drought effects

on elk.

RESPONSEz To some extent, population objectives for elk take the cutent drought
period into effect, though not as much as some would prefer. Population objectives can

be changedfor a variety of reasons through the process described in 3. (above). Many
elk populations are currently above desired levels regardless of drought conditions. The

10



Revised Elk Management Plan is an attempt to test tnethodsfor reducing these
populations regardless of the reason. Therefore, tests of the efectiveness of various
Regulation Packnges are necessary to achieve either reductions or increases in elk
numbers regardless of the reason these decreases/increases are desired. Thus, within
several years FWP hopes to have established effective regulations that could accomplish
a reduction in numbers should a reduction due to continuing drought (or any other
reason) become an objective.

12. No new and innovative program to solve the access problem was presented in the
Draft Elk Management Plan.

Many people recognized that access for hunters is a major factor in success of achieving
objectives for elk. As discussed in the Draft Revised Elk Managernent Plan and EA, FWP
recognizes this as well. Thirty-four respondents mentioned access issues, including
ATVs, retrieval, roadless areas, Block Management, and private and public land access.

RESPONSEz Hunter access to animals on private and public lands is a key to successful
wildlife population tnanagemenL The most innovative regulations will not achieve their
objectives if hunters do not have access to animals that need to be harvested. As
discussed in the Draft Revised Elk Management Plan, Montana has been at theforefront
of the hunter access issue through the Hunting Access Enhancement Program (including
the Block Management Program), the Private Land/Public Wrildlife Council, Community
lltorking Groups, acquiring conservation easements that include a.ccess provisions, and

fee title acquisitions. FWP will continue to workwith landowners, land managers, and
the public to enhance hunting access. However, these efforts will be much broader than
just application to elk management and the overall issue of hunter access is beyond the

scope of the Elk Management Plan.

ALTERNATIVE SELECTED

Two alternatives were presented and the effects of each alternative were fully analyzed in
the EA: Alternative A (No Action) and Alternative B (Adaptive Harvest Management).
These alternatives were also described and summarized earlier in this Decision Notice.
Analysis of impacts in the EA determined that none of the potential effects associated
with either altemative would have a significant impact on the physical environment or
human population of Montana and that an Environmental Impact Statement was not
required.

I have selected Alternative B (Adaptive Harvest Managernent) with the minor
modifications described in the issues and responses section for the following reasons:

l.) Alternative B (Adaptive Harvest Management) provides the best opportunity to
meet FWP objectives of: a) new strategies to achieve elk population objectives, b)
improved monitoring of elk population trend and sex and age ratios, c) improved
hunter access to private lands, and d) improved public information. Alternative A

1l



(No Action) would be unlikely to fully achieve FWP elk management objectives
listed above, or do so in atimelymanner.
The EA determined that no significant impacts, individually or cumulatively, to
the natural or human environment would occur as a result of implementation of
Alternative B (Adaptive Harvest Management). Proposed changes in elk
populations, hunter harvest, elk grazing pressure, and other associated factors fall
within historical levels existing since 1992. Potential impacts to income of
landowners, private businesses, and FWP are minor compared to annual
fluctuations due to other sources.
Adequate public comment and analysis of the issues did not identiff
consequences or reasons compelling FWP not to implement Adaptive Harvest
Management. Further, 29 of 37 members of the responding public who expressed
a preference for the Alternatives favored the selected alternative (B - Adaptive
Harvest Management). Minor changes (described in the Issues and Response
section) were made to Alternative B (Adaptive Harvest Managernent) for the
Final Elk Management Plan to accommodate concerns of the public.

Final Decision

Based on the analysis in the attached EA and the applicable laws, regulations, and
policies, I have determined that this action will not have significant effect on the natural
or human environment. Therefore, the EA is the appropriate level of review and an
environmental impact statement will not be prepared. Based on information in the EA
and public comments received, it is my decision to implement the preferred alternative
(Alternative B - Adaptive Harvest Management) as amended in this decision. This
decision will be implernented through FWP Commission decisions on recommendations
made for elk hunting regulations by FWP biologists during the normal annual hunting
season setting process. This process includes opportunity for public comment.

By notification of this decision the Draft EA is hereby made the Final EA as modified in
this decision. The Final EA may be viewed at or obtained from Montana Fish, Wildlife,
and Parks at1420 East 6th Ave. Helena, MT 59620. This decision will be presented to
the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks Commission at their meeting scheduled for
February 10,2005.

2.)

3.)

M. Je

Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks
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Please direct any questions to:
Gary Hammond
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks
Wildlife Division
1420East6ft Ave.
Helena, MT 59620
(406) 444-2612
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